T he United Nations Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) and the World Health Organization (WHO) formed a joint project in 1963 called the Codex Alimentarius Commission. The objectives of the commission are: "protecting health of the consumers and ensuring fair trade practices in the food trade, and promoting coordination of all food standards work undertaken by international governmental and non-governmental organizations." 1 The 56th session of the Joint WHO/FAO Executive Committee of the Codex Alimentarius Commission will be held at the FAO Headquarters in Rome, June 30th to July 2nd, 2005, and the Commission itself will have its 28th session from July 4 to 9.
Should we care about Codex? It seems to have the potential to impact those in the US. There are over 170 nations that are members of Codex; the US is one of them. Since formation, Codex has focused on agricultural products, developing guidelines on such things as pesticides, food additives, canned fruits, and dried vegetables. Dietary supplements and herbal products are classified as food in the US, so Codex should be monitored for its implications.
There are current Codex dietary supplement guidelines, initially proposed in 1993, which will be discussed at the July meeting and will be the final step prior to adoption. The Codex Committee on Nutrition and Foods for Special Dietary Uses developed the draft guidelines. One controversial aspect of these guidelines is the fact that, although maximum daily amounts are not currently established for any vitamin or mineral, criteria are set to do so in the future. The guidelines state, "Maximum amounts of vitamins and minerals in vitamin and mineral food supplements per daily portion of consumption as recommended by the manufacturer shall be set, taking into account upper safe levels of vitamins and minerals established by scientific risk assessment based on generally accepted scientific data…" These guidelines are optional suggestions under Codex authority, not a mandatory trade standard.
However, there are agreements between the World Trade Organi-zation (WTO) and Codex Alimentarius that allow the WTO to use Codex guidelines as mandatory international trade standards. The US, as a WTO member, must not block importation of dietary supplements by adopting standards that would be a barrier to trade. A Codex standard is to serve as a minimum standard to be met by an importer and may require the US, through the WTO, to relax our law if it is more restrictive. If the US were to block importation of a food or dietary product that meets the Codex standard, it would be required to demonstrate evidencebased arguments to support this refusal. Codex must be taken seriously.
Although it currently appears that the Codex guidelines will have no immediate effect on US health care consumers, we must now be cognizant of international agreements that have the potential to restrict product access.
